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The Term "Way" in the Japanese Ways of the Martial Arts
Heiko BITTMANN
ABSTRACT
The term ' way'  - d  has a substantial and far-reaching meaning in many areas of Japanese 
life. According to the contemplated domain it shows different nuances in the various arts 
(gei). As a result of this, a terse and universally valid definition remains elusive. If we try to 
define the term ' way'  for the martial arts, it embraces in this case the inner as well as the 
outer (physical, technique-based) content of the respective martial art - which is created and 
transmitted over generations - and through this content affects a directive in the sense of a 
' teaching-way'  for the practitioner. 
In all so-called ' way-arts'  there exists a special inherited art of teaching and learning of the 
content through a model and a largely intuitive transmission, which is appropriated via the 
teacher directly to the disciple. 
The characteristic of the traditional Japanese way-arts was, in the beginning, the pure outer 
skill, but ' liberation from the Self'  shows the influence of continental ideas over time, 
developing a ' way-awareness' , which obviously includes the outer skill. Besides Taoism, the 
Yin-Yang doctrine, Buddhism, and the native Shint , this way-awareness received its 
formulative stimulus through Confucianism and Zen Buddhism.
The ' way'  in general, as well as that of the martial arts, consequently does not place 
priority on the results of a measurable achievement - like victory or defeat - but rather on the 
learning-process in itself. For the Ways of the Martial Arts this means that not only the 
appropriation of outer abilities or pure physical and technique-based skills are important, but 
also the development of the abilities of the ' heart' , in other words, the inner, spiritual and 
intellectual phenomena. For this reason, the masters repeatedly place particular emphasis on 
the inseparable unity of the components "heart, technique, and body"(shin gi tai ). This is 
imperative if one is willing to delve beyond the mere strong-arm competitive elements into 
the deeper essence of the Way of Martial Arts. The practitioner of the ' way'  should, through 
his discipline, develop his own character and strive for an all-embracing perfection, to release 
at last, in the highest level, through the mastering of a way-art, his ' Self' , in other words, 
enter into a kind of enlightenment state, probably comparable to that of Zen. 
